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BNL Still Unresolved 


N OW THE BNL affair goes to the Clinton 
administration to be resolved — a particu- 
larly ugly piece of unfinished business left 
by President Bush's Department of Justice. Freder- 
ick B. Lacey, who has been investigating it for the 
past two months at the request of the present 
attorney general, announced yesterday that he has 
found no reason to appoint an independent counsel. 
That is to say, he has found no coverup — no crimes 
by political appointees. But as Mr. Lacey himself 
acknowledged, his investigation will not be the last 
word. Nor should it be. 

In Mr. Lacey's view, the allegations of coverup are 
the product of the fevered imagination of the news 
media, fed by “the protected words and unbridled 
attacks of a legislator" — a reference to Rep. Henry 
Gonzalez, chairman of the House Banking Commit- 
tee. But while we are on the subject of irresponsibili- 
ty, what is to be said of a Justice Department that 
prosecuted a defendant, Christopher Drogoul, on 
felony charges, which could have sent him to prison 
for decades, while that same department was in 
possession of a CIA report that would have cleared 
him? Mr. Drogoul might be serving his sentence 
today if Rep. Gonzalez had not forced the CIA report 
out into the light. It was he, not Attorney General 
William P. Barr or his criminal division, who prevent- 
ed a major miscarriage of justice. It hardly becomes 
Mr. Lacey, as Attorney General Barr's appointee, to 
disparage the congressman's role. 

This affair all revolves around Mr. Drogoul, the 
Atlanta branch manager of BNL— the Banca Nazion- 


ale del Lavoro, a government-owned Italian bank. He 
lent Iraq billions of dollars, some of which bought 
arms. The Justice Department prosecuted him for 
fraud, arguing that the bank's headquarters in Rome 
knew nothing of these loans. Now it’s clear that* the 
headquarters knew a lot about them and that the 
CIA had reported as much to the Justice Depart- 
ment. 

Mr. Lacey deals with the mishandling of the CIA 
report in a section of his findings that is classified. He 
concludes, apparently, that it was done through 
bureaucratic error, not as part of a corrupt plan to 
shield covert aid to Iraq. That may turn out to be 
correct. But it doesn’t seem to explain the enormous 
silence throughout the U.S. government as Mr. 
Drogoul was indicted— or for that matter, the si- 
lence from BNL in Rome and the Italian govern- 
ment. 

Nor does it explain why the CIA told the Senate 
Intelligence Committee in October that the Justice 
Department had pressed it to mislead the judge in 
the Drogoul case about what it knew. Was that 
another bureaucratic error? 

But the chief limitation of Mr. Lacey’s investi- 
gation is that its author was appointed by the 
attorney general, the official who is the leading 
suspect in the BNL affair, and reported back to him. 
To be credible, an investigation needs to be indepen- 
dent of the people being investigated. That’s why 
Congress, in January, will need to move promptly to 
renew the law authorizing the appointment of inde- 
pendent counsel in cases like this one. 



